Drug therapy for anxiety in palliative care.
Anxiety is common among patients with advanced disease. It can be a natural response to impending death, but may also result from an underlying anxiety disorder, pain, or other untreated or poorly managed symptoms. The primary objective of this review was to identify and evaluate studies examining medications used to treat patients suffering from anxiety during the terminal phases of disease. We searched the following sources: MEDLINE (1966 to July 2003), EMBASE (1980 to July 2003), CINAHL (1982 to July 2003), PsycLit (1974 to July 2003), PsycInfo (1990 to July 2003), and the Cochrane Library (Issue 2, 2003) for literature pertaining to this topic published in any language using a detailed search strategy. Prospective, randomized trials with or without blinding involving the use of pharmacological agents for the treatment of anxiety at the end of life were sought. Six potential studies were identified by the search strategy but none met the criteria for inclusion in this review. Two of these studies assessed the effectiveness of alprazolam in patients with a diagnosis of cancer, but who would not be considered in the end-stage of life. No data were available to enable an assessment to be made of the effectiveness of drugs to treat anxiety in palliative care patients. There remains insufficient evidence to draw a conclusion about the effectiveness of pharmacotherapy for anxiety in terminally ill patients. To date no studies were found that met the inclusion criteria for this review. Prospective controlled clinical trials are necessary in order to establish the benefits and harms of pharmacotherapy for the treatment of anxiety in palliative care.